El castellano viejo — Mariano Jose de Larra 


Ya en mi edad pocas veces gusto de alterar el 
orden que en mi manera de vivir tengo hace 
tiempo establecido, y fundo esta repugnancia en 
que no he abandonado mis lares ni un solo dia 
para quebrantar mi sistema, sin que haya sucedido 
el arrepentimiento mas sincero al desvanecimiento 
de mis enganadas esperanzas. Un resto, con todo 
eso, del antiguo ceremonial que en su trato tenian 
adoptado nuestros padres, me obliga a aceptar a 
veces ciertos convites a que pareceria el negarse 
groseria, o por lo menos ridicula afectacion de 
delicadcza. 


Andabame dias pasados por esas calles a buscar 
materiales para mis articulos. Embebido en mis 
pensamientos,me sorprendi varias veces a mi 
mismo riendo como un pobre hombre de mis 
propias ideas y moviendo maquinalmente los 
labios; algun tropezon me recordaba de cuando en 
cuando que para andar por el empedrado de 
Madrid no es la mejor circunstancia la de ser poeta 
ni fil6sofo; mas de una sonrisa maligna, mas de un 
gesto de admiracion de los que a mi lado pasaban, 
me hacia reflexionar que los soliloquios no se 
deben hacer en publico; y no pocos encontrones 
que al volver las esquinas di con quien tan 
distraida y rapidamente como yo las doblaba, me 
hicieron conocer que los distraidos no entran en el 
numero de los cuerpos elasticos, y mucho menos 
de los seres gloriosos e impasibles. En semejante 
situacion de mi espiritu, i,qué sensacion no deberia 
producirme una horrible palmada que una gran 
mano, pegada (a lo que por entonces entendi) a un 
grandisimo brazo, vino a descargar sobre uno de 
mis hombros, que por desgracia no tienen punto 
alguno de semejanza con los de Atlante? 


No queriendo dar a entender que desconocia este 
enérgico modo de anunciarse, ni desairar el 
agasajo de quien sin duda habia creido hacérmele 
mas que mediano, dejandome torcido para todo el 
dia, traté solo de volverme por conocer quien fuese 
tan mi amigo para tratarme tan mal; pero mi 
castellano viejo es hombre que cuando esta de 
gracias no se ha de dejar ninguna en el tintero. 
Como dira el lector que siguio dandome pruebas de 
confianza y carino? Echome las manos a los ojos y 
sujetandome por detras: 


-,Quien soy? -gritaba alborozado con el bucn éxito 
soy? 
de su delicada travesura-. Quién 


<Un animal, iba a responderle; pero me acordé de 
repente de quién podria ser, y sustituyendo 
cantidades iguales: 


The Old-Fashioned Castilian 


At my age, very rarely do | like to alter the order of 
my way of doing things that | established quite 
some time ago. My reluctance to change is due to 
the fact that every time | have left the sanctity of my 
home and broken my routine, my false hopes have 
been dashed and | have later most sincerely 
regretted it. However, | am compelled to upset my 
normal schedule because of the old tradition of 
social conduct our parents adopted that deems 
rejection of certain dinner invitations impolite or, at 
the very least, an absurd affectation of refinement. 


A few days ago | was wandering about the streets 
of Madrid looking for material to use in my articles. 
Absorbed in my thoughts, | surprised myself several 
times by laughing like a poor madman at my own 
ideas and moving my lips mechanically. A few 
stumbles now and again caused me to look up and 
reminded me that it’s best not to be a poet or 
philosopher while walking the cobblestone streets 
of Madrid: more than a few maligned smiles, more 
than a few expressions of admiration from those 
who passed by made me realize that soliloquies 
should not be carried out in public. Many times | 
bumped into people as | turned a corner who were 
as distracted and walking as rapidly as |. These 
collisions underscored the fact that the distracted 
do not indeed have elastic bodies; nor are they 
glorious and impassive beings. In such spirits, 
imagine what | felt upon receiving a horrible slap 
from a huge hand connected (so | was soon to find 
out) to an enormous arm on one of my shoulders 
which, by the way, are nothing like Atlas’s. 


| didn’t want whoever it was to think that | was 
unfamiliar with this energetic method of presenting 
oneself, nor did | want to reject the show of 
affection from the person who had undoubtedly 
believed that he would make me happy by 
practically crushing me, leaving me crumpled up for 
the rest of the day. | only tried to turn around to find 
out who could have been such a friend as to treat 
me so badly, but my old-fashioned Castilian is a 
man who doesn’t know when to stop when he is in 
a joking mood. After all that, would you believe that 
he continued to demonstrate his confidence and 
affection for me? He put his hands over my eyes 
and grabbed me from behind: 


“Who am |?” he yelled, exhilarated with the success 


of his oh-so-delicate and tasteless joke. “Who am 
|?” 


“An animal,” | was going to respond, but then | 
suddenly remembered who it might be, and instead 
said to him, “It’s Braulio.” 


-Braulio eres -le dije. 


Al oirme, suclta sus manos, rie, se apricta los 
ijares, alborota la calle y ponenos a cntrambos en 
escena. 


-Bien, mi amigo! Pucs cn qué me has conocido? 
-,Quién pudiera sino tu...? 

-;Has venido ya de tu Vizcaya? 

-No, Braulio, no he venido. 


Siempre cl mismo genio i,Qué quieres?, es la 
pregunta del espanol. Cuanto me alegro de que 
estés aqui! Sabes que maflana son mis dias? 

-Te los desco muy felices. 

-Dejate de cumplimicntos entre nosotros; ya sabes 
que yo soy franco y castellano viejo: cl Pan pan y el 
vino vino; por consiguiente cxijo de ti que no vayas 
a darmelos; pero estas convidado. 

ZA qué? 

-A comer conmigo. 

-No es posible. 

-No hay remedio. 

-No puedo -insisto ya temblando, iNo puedes? 
-Gracias. 

-iGracias? Vete a pasco; amigo, como no soy el 
duque de F..,. ni el conde de P... LQuién se resiste 
a una sorpresa de esta especical,Quién quiere 
parecer vano? 


-Pues si no es eso -me interrumpe-, te espero a las 
dos; en casa se come a la espafiola; temprano. 
Tengo mucha gente: tendremos al famoso X., que 
nos improvisara de lo lindo; T. nos cantara de 
sobremesa una rondefia con Su gracia natural; y 
por la noche J. cantara y tocara alguna cosilla, 
Esto me console algun tanto, y fue preciso ceder: 
un dia malo, dije para mi, cualquiera lo pasa; en 
este mundo para conservar amigos es preciso 
tener valor de aguantar sus obsequios. 

-No faltaras, sino quicres que rifamos. 

-No faltare -dijc con Voz exanime y animo decaido, 
como el zorro que se revuelve inutilmente dentro 
de la trampa donde se ha dejado coger. 


-Pues hasta manana -y me dio un torniscon por 
despedida 

Vile marchar como el labrador ve alejarse la nube 
de su sembrado, y quedeme discurriendo como 
podian entenderse estas amistades tan hostiles y 
tan funestas. 


Ya habra conocido el lector, siendo tan perspicaz 
como yo le imagino, que ml amigo Braulio esta 
muy lejos de pertenecer a 10 que Se llama gran 
mundo y sociedad de buen tono, pero no es 
tampoco un hombre de la clase inferior, puesto que 
es un empleado de los de segundo orden, que 


Upon hearing me, he removed his hands from my 
eyes, laughed, and held his sides. He caused 
everyone in the street to stare with curiosity, 
making a spectacle of both of us. 


“Well, my friend! How did you know it was me?” 
“Who could it be but you?” 

“Are you just getting back from Vizcaya?” 

“No, Braulio, | never went.” 


“Never went? Ah, come on—always the same 
joker. What do you expect? How happy | am that 
you’re here! Did you know that tomorrow is my 
birthday?” 

“Congratulations.” 

“There’s no need for formalities between us; you 
already know that | am a frank and old-fashioned 
Castilian. | call a spade a spade. Therefore, | 
request that you do not congratulate me if you do 
not want to, but you are invited.” 

“To what?” 

“To dine with me.” 

“It’s not possible.” 


“| insist.” 
“I can’t,” | persisted, trembling. 
“You can’t?” 


“Thank you, no.” 

“Thank you? Get out of here, friend. Just because 
I’m not the Duke of F. nor the Count of P.” 

Who can resist a surprise strategy like this? Who 
wants to appear to be arrogant? 

“It’s not that, it’s just ...” 


“Well, if it's not that,” he interrupted me, “I'll expect 
you at two o'clock. At my house we eat a la 
espanola: early. | have many people coming; we'll 
have the famous X., who will improvise marvelously 
for us. T. will sing a rondefa [A popular song from 
Ronda] to us after dinner with his natural grace, and 
in the evening J. will sing and play a little 
something.” 


His words consoled me a bit, and | had to 
capitulate. Anyone, | said to myself, can get through 
one bad day. To keep friends in this world, it’s 
necessary to withstand their attentions now and 
again. 

“Don’t miss out, or I'll have a bone to pick with you.” 
“I'll make it,” | replied with a very submissive voice 
and fallen spirits, like a fox who turns round and 
round in the trap in which he has let himself get 
caught. 


“Okay then, see you tomorrow,” and by way of 
farewell he gave me a hard pinch. 

| watched him go like the farmer who watches the 
cloud move away from his planted field, and | 


reune entre Su sueldo y SU hacienda cuarenta mil 
reales de renta; que tiene una cintita atada al ojaly 
una crucecita a la sombra de la solapa; que es 
persona, en fin, cuya clase, familia y comodidades 
de ninguna manera se oponen a que tuviese una 
educacion mas escogida y modales mas suaves e 
insinuantes. Mas la vanidad le ha sorprendido por 
donde ha sorprendido casi siempre a toda ° la 
mayor parte de nuestra clase media, ya toda 
nuestra clase baja Es tal su patriotismo, que dara 
todas las lindezas del extranjero por un dedo de 
Su pais. Esta ceguedad le hace adoptar todas las 
responsabilidades de tan inconsiderado carifo; de 
paso que defiende que no hay vinos como los 
espafioles, en lo cual bien pude de tener razon, 
defiende que no hay educacion como la espafola, 
en lo cual bien pudiera no tenerla: a trudge de 
defender que el cielo de Madrid es purisimo, 
defendera que nuestras manolas son las mas 
encantadoras de todas las mujeres: es un hombre, 
en fin, que vive de exclusivas, a quien le sucede 
poco mas 0 menos lo que a una parienta mia, que 
se muere por las jorobas sélo porque tuvo un 
querido que llevaba una excrecencia bastante 
visible sobre entrambos oméplatos. 

No hay que hablarle, pues, de estos usos sociales, 
de estos respetos mutuos, de estas reticencias 
urbanas, de esa delicadcza de trato que establece 
entre los hombres una preciosa armonia, diciendo 
solo lo que debe agradar y callando siempre lo que 
puede ofender. El se muere <por plantarle una 
fresca al lucero del alban, como suele decir, y 
cuando tiene un resentimiento, se le wespeta a 
uno cara cara>. Como tiene trocados todos los 
frenos, dice de los cumplimientos que ya sabe lo 
que quiere decir <cumplo), y <miento); llama a la 
urbanidad hipocresia, y a la decencia monadas; a 
toda cosa buena le aplica un mal apodo; el 
lenguaje de la finura es para él poco mas que 
griego: eree que toda la crianza esta reducida 


a decir <ios guarde a ustedes> al entrar en una 
sala, y aNadir <con permiso de usted> cada vez 
que se mueve; a preguntar a cada uno por toda su 
familia, y a despedirse de todo el mundo; cosas 
todas que asi se guardara él de olvidarlas como de 
tener pacto con franceses. En conclusion, hombres 
de estos que no saben levantarse para despedirse 
sino en corporacion con alguno o algunos otros, 
que han de dejar humildemente debajo de una 
mesa su sombrero, que llaman su <cabeza>, y que 
cuando se hallan en sociedad por desgracia sin un 
socorrido baston, darfan cualquier cosa por no 
tener manos ni brazos, porque en realidad no 
saben donde ponerlos, ni qué cosa se puede hacer 
con los brazos en una sociedad,. 

Llegaron las dos, y como yo conocia ya a mi 
Braulio, no me parecio conveniente acicalarme 


remained there pondering how | could continue to 
let this hostile and unfortunate friendship exist. 


My reader will probably have figured out, being as 
perspicacious as | believe him or her to be, that my 
friend Braulio is very far from belonging to what is 
called high and refined society, but he is not, at the 
same time, a man of inferior class. He is one of 
those employees of second-class rank who counts 
among his earnings and estate forty thousand 
reales of income. He wears a little ribbon tied to his 
buttonhole and a little cross at the corner of his 
lapel [indicating that he belongs to a minor 
social/religious order]. He is a person, in short, 
whose class, family, and creature comforts in no 
way kept him from receiving a more refined 
upbringing and more polished and smooth 
manners. However, vanity has caught up with him 
like it has almost always with all or a great part of 
our middle class and all of our lower class. His 
patriotism is such that he will trade all the beauty of 
foreign countries for one eyesore of his own. This 
blindness makes him adopt all of the short-sighted 
views of such a thoughtless affection, so that he 
argues that there are no wines like Spanish wines, 
and he may be right. He defends the country by 
positing that there is no upbringing like a Spanish 
one, about which he very well might not be right. 
Instead of advocating the blissful purity of Madrid 
skies, he will say that our lower-class girls are the 
most charming in the whole wide world. He is a 
man who, in short, goes from one extreme to the 
other. His condition is more or less like that of a 
female relative of mine, who is crazy about humps 
only because she had a lover who had a fairly 
visible growth on each shoulder blade. 


It would fall on deaf ears if | were to speak to him 
about polite social customs, mutual respect in 
public, urbane reservation, and the delicacy of 
address that establishes a beautiful harmony 
between men, whereby one says only that which 
aims to please and always keeps to oneself what 
might offend. On the contrary, he loves to tell the 
most humiliating truth to a vain individual, and when 
he resents someone, he says it to the person’s 
face. Since he has thrown aside all restraints, he 
cannot understand why everyone doesn’t know that 
formalities are simply a fulfillment of social 
obligation and lack sincerity. He calls urbanity 
hypocrisy, and decency he calls ridiculous 
affectation. To everything that is good, he applies a 
pejorative nickname. Refined language is, to him, 
little more than Greek: he believes that good 
breeding is reduced to saying “God keep you” upon 
entering a room and to add “excuse me” every time 
he moves; to ask everyone about his entire family 
and to bid farewell to every last person; all of which 


demasiado para ir a comer; estoy seguro de que se 
hubiera picado; no quise, sin embargo, excusar un 
frac de color y un pafuelo blanco, cosa 
indispensable en un dia de dias en semejantes 
casas; vestime sobre todo lo mas despacio que me 
fue posible, como se reconcilia al pie del suplicio el 
infeliz reo, que quisiera tener cien pecados mas 
que contar para ganar tiempo; era citado a las dos, 
y entré en la sala a las dos y media, 

No quiero hablar de las infinitas visitas 
ceremoniosas que antes de la hora de comer 
entraron y salieron en aquella casa, entre las 
cuales no eran de despreciar todos los empleados 
de su oficina, con sus sefioras y sus nifios, y sus 
capas, y sus paraguas, y sus Chanclos, y sus 
perritos; dejome en blanco los necios 
cumplimientos que se dijeron al senor de los dias; 
no hablo del inmenso circulo con que guarnecfa la 
sala el concurso de tantas personas heterogéneas, 
que hablaron de que el tiempo iba a mudar, y de 
que en invierno suele hacer mas frio que en 
verano. Vengamos al caso: dieron las cuatro y nos 
hallamos solos los convidados. Desgraciadamente 
para mi, el sefor de X., que debia divertirnos tanto, 
gran conocedor de esta clase de convites, habfa 
tenido la habilidad de ponerse malo aquella 
manana; el famoso T.se hallaba oportunamente 
comprometido para otro convite; y la seforita que 
tan bien habfa de cantar y tocar estaba ronca, en 
tal disposici6n que se asombraba ella misma de 
que se la entendiese una sola palabra, y tenia un 
panadizo en un dedo. ;Cuantas esperanzas 
desvanecidas! 


-Supuesto que estamos los que hemos de comer - 
exclamo don Braulio-, vamos a la mesa, querida 
mia. 

-Espera un momento -le contest6 su esposa 
algunos momentos de alla dentro y.... 

casi al ofdo-, con tanta visita yo he faltado 

-Bien, pero mira que son las cuatro. 

-Al instante comeremos. 

Las cinco eran cuando nos sentabamos a la mesa, 
-Sefiores -dijo el anfitrion al vernos titubear en 
nuestras respectivas colocaciones-, exijo la mayor 
franqueza; en mi casa no se usan cumplimientos. 
Ah, Figaro!, quiero que estés con toda comodidad; 
eres poeta, y ademas estos sefores, que saben 
nuestras fntimas relaciones, no se ofenderan si te 
prefiero; quitate el frac, no sea que le manches, 
,Qué tengo de manchar? -le respondi, 
mordiéndome los labios. 

-No importa, te daré una chaqueta mia; siento que 
no haya para todos. 

-No hay necesidad. 

-jOh!, si, si, imi chaqueta! Toma, mirala; un poco 
ancha te vendra 


he would no more forget than he would a pact with 
the French. In sum, he is one of those men who do 
not know how to take leave unless they do it in 
concert with others; who humbly leave their hats, 
which they call ‘their heads,’ under a table; who, 
when they find themselves in society without their 
walking sticks, God forbid, would give anything not 
to have hands and arms, because in reality they 
don’t know where to put them nor what to do with 
them in society. 

Two o'clock arrived, and as | knew my Braulio as 
well as | did, it didn’t seem appropriate to dress too 
elegantly for dinner; I’m sure that he would have 
been offended if he knew the truth. | did, however, 
put on a colored tailcoat with a white handkerchief, 
an indispensable thing in just such a situation and 
in such a house. | dressed as slowly as possible, 
like the condemned criminal who wishes he had 
one hundred more sins to confess in order to gain 
more time. The invitation was for two o’clock, and | 
entered the parlor at two-thirty. 

| wish not to speak of the countless ceremonious 
guests who came and went in that house before the 
dinner hour, among whom were not a few fellow 
office employees with their wives and children, 
capes, umbrellas, galoshes, and dogs. | won’t even 
mention the idiotic courtesies that they paid to the 
man of the hour, nor of the immense circle with 
which the motley collection of people adorned the 
parlor. They spoke about how the weather was 
going to change and that in winter it’s usually colder 
than in the summer. But more to the point: the clock 
struck four, and we guests found ourselves alone 
with one another. Unfortunately for me, Mister X., 
who was supposed to entertain us so well and who 
was obviously all-too-knowledgeable about these 
kinds of invitations, had managed to become sick 
that morning. The famous Mr. T. was conveniently 
unable to get out of a prior commitment. The 
famous Miss J., who was going to sing and play for 
us SO marvelously, was hoarse, and it surprised 
even her that anyone could understand a single 
word that she said. She also had an inflammation 
on one finger. So many dashed hopes! 


“It looks like everybody who’s going to eat is here!” 
exclaimed Don Braulio. “Let’s sit down at the table, 
my dear.” 

“Just a moment,” his wife replied to him almost in a 
whisper. 

“With so many guests I’ve still got some things to 
finish up in there, and ...” 

“Okay, but look, it’s almost four o’clock.” 

“We'll eat in just a bit.” 

It was five o’clock before we sat down to eat. 
“Gentlemen,” said our host when he saw us squirm 
uncomfortably in our respective seats, “I demand 
the utmost frankness from you; in my house there 


-Pero, Braulio.... 

-No hay remedio, no te andes con etiquetas. 

Y en esto me quita él mismo el frac, velis nolis, y 
quedo sepultado en una cumplida chaqueta 
rayada, por la -pag. 16- cual solo asomaba los pies 
y la cabeza,y cuyas mangas no me permitirfan 
comer probablemente. Dile las gracias: ial fin el 
hombre creia hacerme un obsequio! 

Los dfas en que mi amigo no tiene convidados se 
contenta con una mesa baja, poco mas que 
banqueta de zapatero, porque él y su mujer, como 
dice, cpara qué quieren mas? Desde la tal mesita, 
y como se sube el agua del pozo, hace subir la 
comida hasta la boca, adonde llega goteando 
después de una larga travesia; porque pensar que 
estas gentes han de tener una mesa regular, y 
estar comodos todos los dias del afo, es pensar en 
lo excusado. Ya se concibe, pues, que la 
instalacion de una gran mesa de convite era un 
acontecimiento en aquella casa; asi que se habia 
creido capaz de contener catorce personas que 
éramos en una mesa donde apenas podrian comer 
ocho comodamente. Hubimos de sentarnos de 
medio lado, como quien va a arrimar el hombro a la 
comida, entablaron los codos de los convidados 
fntimas relaciones entre si con la mas fraternal 
inteligencia del mundo. Colocaronme por mucha 
distincion entre un nifio de cinco ahos, encaramado 
en unas almohadas que era preciso enderezar a 
cada momento porque las ladeaba la natural 
turbulencia de mi joven adlatere, y entre uno de 
esos hombres que ocupan en el mundo el espacio 
y sitio de tres, cuya corpulencia por todos lados se 
salfa de madre de la unica silla en que se hallaba 
sentado, digamoslo asi, como en la punta de una 
aguja. Desdoblaronse silenciosamente las 
servilletas, nuevas a la verdad, porque tampoco 
eran muebles en uso para todos los dffas, y fueron 
izadas por todos aquellos buenos sefnores a los 
ojales de sus fraques como cuerpos intermedios 
entre las salsas y las solapas. 


-Ustedes har&n penitencia, sefiores -exclam6 el 
anfitrion una vez sentado-; pero hay que hacerse 
cargo de que no estamos en Genieys -frase que 
crey preciso decir. 

Necia afectacion es ésta, si es mentira, dije yo 
para mi; y si verdad, gran torpeza convidar a los 
amigos a hacer penitencia. 

Desgraciadamente no tardé mucho en conocer 
que habia en aquella expresion mas verdad de 1a 
que mi buen Braulio se figuraba. Interminables y de 
mal gusto fueron los cumplimientos con que para 
dar y recibir cada plato nos aburrimos unos a otros. 
-Sirvase usted. 

-Hagame usted el favor. 
-De ninguna manera. 
-No lo recibiré. 


are no formalities. Ah, Figaro! | want you to be 
completely comfortable. You are a poet, and 
besides, these gentlemen, who know how tight we 
are, won't be offended if | favor you; take off your 
tailcoat—you might stain it.” 

“Why would | stain it?” | asked, biting my lips. 

“It doesn’t matter; | will give you a jacket of mine. | 
regret that | don’t have one for everybody.” 

“It's not necessary.” 

“Oh, yes, yes! My jacket, please! Take it, look at it. 
Hmmm, maybe it’s a little big for you.” 


“But, Braulio, ...” 

“| insist; no need to stand on ceremony.” 

And with this he took off my tailcoat, like it or not, 
and | become buried in a requisite striped jacket, 
from which only my head and feet extend, and 
whose long sleeves probably wouldn't allow me to 
eat. | thanked him. After all, the man thought he 
was doing me a favor! 

When my friend doesn’t have guests at his house, 
he contents himself with a low table, little more than 
a shoemaker’s work table, because he and his wife 
don’t want for more, in his words. From that little 
table he makes the food rise to his mouth like water 
from a well, and after a long voyage it reaches his 
mouth, dripping all the while. To think that these 
people would have a regular table and be 
comfortable every day of the year is to think of the 
impossible. It is easy to imagine that the installation 
of such a large table for guests was indeed quite an 
event in that house. Thus, they believed the table 
could accommodate the fourteen of us when it 
could barely sit eight comfortably. We had to sit 
sideways, as if we were going to eat with our 
shoulders, and the guests’ elbows established 
intimate relations among themselves with the most 
fraternal consideration in the world. In order to 
show their regard for me, they placed me between 
a five-year-old child, propped up on pillows that had 
to be adjusted every little bit because they 
constantly slid to this side or that, thanks to the 
natural energy level of the young diner. On my 
other side was one of those men who occupy the 
space of three and whose corpulence overflowed 
on all sides the one little chair on which he sat, as if 
he were seated on the point of a needle. 

The napkins, indeed very new as they were props 
in disuse most days of the year, were unfolded in 
silence by these good gentlemen and placed in the 
buttonholes of their coats like gangplanks from their 
lapels down to the sauces. 


“You'll have to excuse this meager meal, 
gentlemen!” exclaimed our host once seated. “I 
don’t have to remind you that we are not in Genieys 
[the most elegant restaurant in Madrid at the time],” 
he continued, with a declaration he obviously felt 


-Paselo usted a la sefiora. 
-Esta bien ahi. 

-Perdone usted. 

Gracias 


-Sin etiqueta, sefiores -exclamo Braulio, y se echo 
el primero con su propia cuchara, 

Sucedio a la sopa un cocido surtido de todas las 
sabrosas impertinencias de este engorrosisimo, 
aunque buen plato; cruza por aqui la carne; por alla 
la verdura; aca 10s garbanzos; alla el jamon; la 
gallina por derecha; por medio el tocino; por 
izquierda los embuchados de Extremadura. 
Siguiole un plato de ternera mechada, que Dios 
maldiga, y a éste otro y otros y otros; mitad traidos 
de la fonda, que esto basta para que excusemos 
hacer su elogio, mitad hechos en casa por la criada 
de todos los dfas, por una vizcaina su auxiliar 
tomada al intento para aquella festividad y por el 
ama de la casa, que en semejantes ocasiones 
debe estar en todo, y por consiguiente suele no 
estar nada. 


-Este plato hay que disimularle -decia ésta de unos 
pichones-; estan un poco quemados. 

-Pero, mujer.. 

-Hombre, me aparté un momento, y ya sabes lo 
que son las criadas. 

-: Qué lastima que este pavo no haya estado media 
hora mas al fuego! Se puso algo tarde, 

-,No les parece a ustedes que esta algo ahumado 
este estofado? 

-;,Qué quieres? Una no puede estar en todo. 

-:Oh, esta excelente! -exclamabamos todos 
dejandonoslo en el plato-. ; Excelente! 

-Este pescado esta pasado. 

-Pues en el despacho de la diligencia del fresco 
dijeron que acababa de llegar. ;El criado es tan 
bruto! 


-;De donde se ha traido este vino? 
-En eso no tienes razon, porque es.. 
-Es malisimo. 


Estos dialogos cortos iban exornados con una 
infinidad de miradas furtivas del marido para 
advertirle continuamente a su mujer alguna 
negligencia, queriendo darnos a entender 
entrambos a dos que estaban muy al corriente de 
todas las formulas que en semejantes casos se 
reputan finura. y que todas las torpezas eran hijas 
de los criados, que nunca han de aprender servir. 
Pero estas negligencias se repetian tan menudo, 
servfan tan poco ya las miradas, que le fue preciso 
al marido recurrir a 10s pellizcos ya los pisotones; L 
ya la sefiora, que a duras penas habfa podido 
hacerse superior hasta entonces las persecuciones 


necessary to make. If what he says is a lie, | said to 
myself, his comment would be quite an affectation; 
if true, how awkward to have to prepare your guests 
for a lousy meal! 

Unfortunately it didn’t take me long to figure out that 
there was more truth in Braulio’s words than even 
he knew. The pleasantries with which we bored 
ourselves while passing platters of food around the 
table were interminable and in poor taste: 

“Please, serve yourself.” 

“Could you pass me... ?” 

“Of course.” 

“| shouldn't have that.” 

“Pass this to the lady of the house.” 

“It’s okay to put it there.” 

“Excuse my reach.” 

“Thank you.” 


“Please, gentlemen, all these formalities aren’t 
necessary!” exclaimed Braulio. 

And he dipped in first with his own spoon. After the 
soup came a stew stocked with all the delicious 
ingredients typical of this troublesome yet tasty 
dish: some meat; vegetables; garbanzo beans; 
ham; chicken; bacon; and Extremaduran sausage. 
Next came a dish of veal prepared with thin strips of 
bacon (may the Lord condemn it), and then 
another, and others, and others, half brought from 
the local inn, half made in the kitchen by the regular 
servant, a Vizcayan helper hired for just this 
purpose, and the housewife, who on such 
occasions attends to everything and who, therefore, 
usually attends to nothing. 


“Please pardon this dish,” Braulio’s wife said about 
the cooked pigeons. “They're a little burnt.” 

“But, honey ...” 

“Goodness, | stepped away for a moment, and you 
know how these servants are.” 

“Too bad this turkey wasn’t cooked half an hour 
more! It was put on a little late.” 

“Don’t you think this stew has a smoky flavor?” 
“What do you want? One can’t be on top of 
everything.” 

“Oh, it’s excellent!” we exclaimed, leaving it on the 
plate. “Excellent!” 

“This fish is spoiled.” 

“Well, they told me at the market that the fish had 
just arrived; the servant is such a brute!” 


“Where’s the wine from?” 
“About that you are incorrect, because it’s ...” 
“It's very bad.” 


These short exchanges were accompanied by 
countless furtive looks on the part of the husband to 
constantly warn his wife of some shortcoming, 
making us understand that both of them were very 


de su esposo, tenfa la faz encendida y los Qjos 
llorosos. 

-Sefora, no se incomode usted por eso -le dijo el 
que a Su lado tenia. 

-jAh!, les aseguro a ustedes que no vuelvo a hacer 
estas cosas en casa; ustedes no saben lo que es 
esto; otra vez, Braulio, iremos a la fonda y no 
tendras. 

-Usted, sefora mia, hara lo que... 


-;Braulio! ;Braulio! 

Una tormenta espantosa estaba a punto de 
estallar; empero todos los convidados a porfia 
probamos a aplacar aquellas disputas, hijas del 
deseo de dar a entender la mayor delicadeza, para 
lo cual no fue poca parte la manfa de Braulio y la 
expresion concluyente que dirigid de nuevo a la 
concurrencia acerca de la inutilidad de los 
cumplimientos, que asi llamaba él a estar bien 
servido y al saber comer. Hay nada mas ridiculo 
que estas gentes que quieren pasar por finas en 
medio de la mas crasa ignorancia de los usos 
sociales; que para obsequiarle le obligan a usted a 
comer beber por fuerza, y no le dejan medio de 
hacer su > gusto? , Por qué habra gentes que solo 
quieren comer con alguna mas limpieza los dias de 
dias? 


A todo esto, el nifo que a mi izquierda tenia, hacfa 
saltar las aceitunas a un plato de magras con 
tomate, y una vino a parar a uno de mis ojos, que 
no volvié a ver claro en todo el dfa; y el sefior gordo 
de mi derecha habia tenido la precaucion de ir 
dejando en el mantel, al lado de mi pan, los huesos 
de las suyas, y los de las aves que habia roido; el 
convidado de enfrente, que se preciaba de 
trinchador, se habfa encargado de hacer la 
autopsia de un capon, 0 sea gallo, que esto nunca 
se supo: fuese por la edad avanzada de la victima, 
fuese por los ningunos conocimientos anatomicos 
del victimario, jamas parecieron las coyunturas. 
<Este capén no tiene coyunturas>, exclamaba el 
infeliz sudando y forcejeando mas como quien cava 
que como quien trincha. ;Cosa mas rara! En una de 
las embestidas resbal6 el tenedor sobre el animal 
como si tuviera escama, y el capon, violentamente 
despedido, pareci6 querer tomar su vuelo como en 
sus tiempos mas felices, y se posé en el mantel 
tranquilamente como pudiera en un palo de un 
gallinero 

El susto fue general y la alarma llega a su colmo 
cuando un surtidor de caldo, impulsado por el 
animal furioso, salto a inundar mi limpisima camisa: 
levantase rapidamente a este punto el trinchador 
con animo de cazar el ave profuga, y al precipitarse 
sobre ella, una botella que tiene a la derecha, con 
la que tropieza su brazo, abandonando su posicion 
perpendicular, derrama un abundante cafo de 


informed about what is considered refined on such 
occasions. Of course, all of the inadequacies were 
a direct responsibility of the servants, who never do 
learn how to serve properly. But these 
shortcomings were repeated so often, and the looks 
served such little purpose, that the husband felt it 
necessary to resport to pinching and stepping on 
people’s feet. Up until now Braulio’s wife was able 
to withstand the badgering of her husband, but now 
her face became red and tears welled up in her 
eyes. 

“Senora, don’t feel bad about all that,” said the 
person next to whom she was seated. 

“Ah! | assure you that next time | will not do all this 
cooking here at home; you don’t know what it is to 
have to do all this. Once again, Braulio, we will go 
to the inn and you won't have ...” 

“You, my lady, will do as ...” 


“Braulio! Braulio!” 

An awesome storm was about to break out, 
although all of the guests completed in trying to 
placate the dispute, which was the result of an 
attempt to display an ultimate sense of 
sophistication. Braulio’s obsession with this played 
no small part in it; nor did his expression about the 
uselessness of formalities, repeated again to us, 
which is what he calls being well-served and 
knowing how to eat. Is there anything more 
ridiculous than these people who want to pass as 
refined when they haven't the faintest clue about 
social customs, and in order to please you they 
force you to eat and drink and bar you from doing 
what you want? Why do some people only want to 
eat a bit more decently on their birthdays, instead of 
every day? 


As if this weren’t enough, the child on my left took 
olives from a plate of ham slices with tomato and 
flicked them, and one landed in my eye, with which 
| couldn’t see well for the rest of the day. The 
corpulent gentleman on my right had taken the 
precaution of putting his olive pits and poultry 
bones on which he had gnawed next to my bread 
on the tablecloth. The guest across from me, who 
announced that he was quite the carver, had taken 
upon himself the autopsy of a castrated chicken, 
that is to say, a rooster—for we never found out 
which. Whether due to the advanced age of the 
victim or to the absolute lack of anatomical 
knowledge on the part of the victimizer, there 
seemed to be no joints on the bird. 

“This chicken has no joints!” exclamed the unhappy 
carver, sweating and struggling, digging more than 
carving. “How strange!” On one of his attacks, the 
fork slipped over the animal as if it had scales, and 
the chicken, violently discharged, seemed to want 
to take flight like during his happier times, and 


Valdepefas sobre el capon y el mantel; corre el 
vino, auméntase la algazara, Ilueve la sal sobre el 
vino para salvar el mantel; para salvar la mesa se 
ingiere por debajo de él una servilleta, y una 
eminencia se levanta sobre el teatro de tantas 
ruinas. Una criada toda azorada retira el capon en 
el plato de su salsa; al pasar sobre mi hace una 
pequena inclinacion, y una lluvia maléfica de grasa 
desciende, como el rocio sobre los prados, a dejar 
eternas huellas en mi pantalon color de perla; la 
angustia y el aturdimiento de la criada no conocen 
término; retfrase atolondrada sin acertar con las 
excusas; al volverse tropieza con el criado que 
trafa una docena de platos limpios y una salvilla 
con las copas para los vinos generosos, y toda 
aquella maquina viene al suelo con el mas 
horroroso estruendo y confusion. <Por San 
Pedro!>, exclama dando una voz Braulio difundida 
ya sobre sus facciones una palidez mortal, al paso 
que brota fuego el rostro de su esposa. <ero 
sigamos, sefores, no ha sido nada>, aNade 
volviendo en si. 

jOh honradas casas donde un modesto cocido y 
un principio final constituyen la felicidad diaria de 
una familia, huid del tumulto de un convite de dia 
de dias! Solo la costumbre de comer y servirse bien 
diariamente puede evitar semejantes destrozos. 


;,Hay mas desgracias? Santo cielo! j Si las hay 
para mi, infeliz! Doha Juana, la de los dientes 
negros y amarillos, me alarga de su plato y con su 
propio tenedor una fineza, que es indispensable 
aceptar y tragar; el nino se divierte en despedir a 
los ojos de los concurentes los huesos disparados 
de las cerezas; don Leandro me hace probar el 
manzanilla exquisito, que he rehusado, en su 
misma copa, que conserva las indelebles sefales 
de sus labios grasientos; mi gordo fuma ya sin 
cesar y me hace cafion de su chimenea; por fin, ;oh 
Ultima de las desgracias!, crece el alboroto y la 
conversacion; roncas ya las voces, piden versos y 
décimas y no hay mas poeta que Figaro. 


-Es preciso. 

_Tiene usted que decir algo -claman todos. 
-Désele pie forzado; que diga una copla a cada 
uno. 

-Yo le daré el pie: A don Braulio en este dia>. 
-Senores, ipor Dios! 

-No hay remedio. 

-En mi vida he improvisado. 

-No se haga usted el chiquito, 

-Me marcharé, 

Cerrar la puerta. 

-No se sale de aqui sin decir algo. 


Y digo versos por fin, y vomito disparates, y los 
celebran, y crece la bulla y el humo y el infierno A 


landed tranquilly on the tablecloth like on a perch at 
the henhouse. 

The incident shocked everyone and the alarm 
reached its peak when a container full of broth, with 
which the flying chicken came into direct contact, 
spilled all over my very clean shirt. The carver got 
up quickly at this point in order to hunt down the 
fugitive chicken, and rushing to get to it, he knocked 
over a bottle to his right, which left its perpendicular 
position and spilled an abundant stream of 
Valdepefnas wine over the chicken and the 
tablecloth. The wine ran, the uproar increased, and 
the salt rained down over the wine, poured by 
everyone in an effort to save the tablecloth. To save 
the table, the guests inserted napkins underneath 
the tablecloth until a pile was heaped up. A very 
flustered servant took the chicken away in its sauce 
dish. When she passed by me she slightly dipped 
the dish and down poured an awful rain of grease, 
leaving eternal pearl-colored spots on my pants like 
drew upon the fields. The anguish and 
bewilderment of the servant knew no bounds. She 
left confused without being able to find a way to 
excuse herself. Upon turning around, she knocked 
into a male servant carrying a dozen clean plates 
and a tray full of wine goblets. The whole tray fell to 
the floor with the most horrendous crash and 
confusion. 

“By Saint Peter!” shouted Braulio, a deathly pallid 
color spreading out over his features, while his 
wife’s face became so red it looked like it was on 
fire. “But let’s continue, gentlemen; this has been 
nothing,” Braulio added, recovering his composure. 
Oh, respectable houses where a modest stew and 
a final calamity constitute the daily happiness of a 
family; flee from the tumult of a birthday invitation! 
Only by eating and serving oneself well each day 
can one avoid similar catastrophes. 


Could anything else go wrong? Good heavens! 
Yes, for unlucky me, yes. Dona Juana, the one with 
the black and yellow teeth, extended a small gift to 
me from her plate with her own fork, and it was a 
must to accept and eat it. The child enjoyed himself 
by throwing pits plucked out of cherries at the 
guests. Don Leandro made me try the exquisite 
Andalusian white wine, which | at first refused 
because he offered it from his own goblet that had 
indelible traces of his greasy lips upon it. My fat 
neighbor was now smoking non-stop and | played 
the flue for his chimney. At last, (oh, talk about the 
ultimate in mishaps!) the disorder and conversation 
grew; people’s voices were hoarse now and they 
were asking for a poetry recital and there was no 
other poet there but Figaro (me). 


“You have to. You must recite something!” all 
clamored at this point. 


Dios gracias, logro escaparme de aquel nuevo 
Pandemonio. Por fin, ya respiro el aire fresco y 
desembarazado de la calle; ya no hay necios, ya 
no hay castellanos viejos a mi alrededor. 


-jSanto Dios, yo te doy gracias, exclamo 
respirando, como el ciervo que acaba de escaparse 
de una docena de perros y que oye ya apenas sus 
ladridos; para de aqui en adelante no te pido 
riquezas, no te pido empleos, no honores; librame 
de los convites caseros y de dias de dfas; librame 
de estas casas en que es un convite un 
acontecimiento, en que solo se pone la mesa 
decente para los convidados, en que creen hacer 
obsequios cuando dan mortificaciones, en que se 
hacen finezas, en que se dicen versos, en que hay 
nifios, en que hay gordos, en que reina, en fin, la 
brutal franqueza de los castellanos viejos! Quiero 
que, si caigo de nuevo en tentaciones semejantes, 
me falte un roastbeef, desaparezca del mundo el 
beefsteak, se anonaden 10S timbales de 
macarrones, no haya pavos en Périgueux, ni 
pasteles en Perigord, se sequen los vifedos de 
Burdeos, y beban, en fin, todos menos yo la 
deliciosa espuma del champagne. 


Concluida mi deprecacion mental, corro a mi 
habitacion a despojarme de mi camisa y de mi 
pantalon, reflexionando en mi interior que no son 
unos todos los hombres, puesto que los de un 
mismo pais, acaso de un mismo entendimiento, no 
tienen las mismas costumbres, ni la misma 
delicadeza, cuando ven las cosas de tan distinta 
manera. Vistome y vuelo a olvidar tan funesto dia 
entre el corto numero de gentes que piensan, que 
viven sujetas al provechoso yugo de una buena 
educacion libre y desembarazada, y que fingen 
acaso estimarse y respetarse mutuamente para no 
incomodarse, al paso que las otras hacen 
ostentacion de incomodarse, y se ofenden y se 
maltratan, queriéndose y estimandose tal vez 
verdaderamente. 


“Give him a verse to get him started; we hope he 
says a couplet for each person here.” 

“I'll get him started: To don Braulio on this special 
day.” 

“Gentlemen, please!” 

“We insist.” 

“I’ve never improvised.” 

“Don’t be so timid!” 

“I'll leave.” 

“Lock the door.” 

“You won't go from here without reciting 
something.” 


And | recited verses at last, and | spewed forth silly 
things, and they loved them, and the uproar grew, 
as did the smoke and the hell of it all. 

| thanked the good Lord when | was able to escape 
the pandemonium. At last, | was able to breathe the 
fresh, clear air out on the street. No longer did | 
have to put up with dumb people, nor were there 
old-fashioned Castilians around. 


“My Lord, | thank you!” | exclaimed, breathing like a 
deer who has just escaped a dozen hounds and 
who now barely hears their baying. “From now on | 
will not ask you for riches, nor for jobs, nor for 
honors. What | ask is that you free me from 
domestic banquets and birthday invitations; free me 
from these houses in which an invitation to dinner is 
a big deal, in which they only set the table decently 
when they have guests, in which they think they are 
pleasing you when they are mortifying you, in which 
people do nice little things for you like pass you 
food they’ve chewed on, in which they recite poetry, 
in which there are children, in which there are fat 
people, and in which the brutal frankness of old- 
fashioned Castilians reigns supreme. If | fall into the 
temptation of doing something like this again, | 
hope that | never eat any more roast beef; | hope 
steak disappears from the earth; that timbales de 
macarrones [flour dough filled with macaroni, 
chicken, meat, shrimp, etc.] are eliminated 
altogether; that there be no more turkeys in 
Perigueux nor pastries in Perigord; that the 
vineyards of Bourdeaux dry up; that everyone 
except me drinks champagne’s delicious foam.” 


Done with my mental supplication, | ran to my room 
to take off my shirt and pants, ruminating that all 
men aren’t the same, since those of the same 
country, even perhaps of the same persuasion, 
can’t possibly share the same customs, nor the 
same refinement, when they see things in such a 
different way. | dressed and tried to forget such an 
ill-fated day, making my way out among the scarce 
number of people who think, who live subject to the 
sweet yoke of good breeding, unencumbered and 
vast. At least they pretend to esteem and respect 


each other so as not to make themselves 
uncomfortable, while old-fashioned Castilians make 
an ostentatious display of making themselves 
uncomfortable and offending and mistreating one 
another, perhaps truly caring about and respecting 
each other all the while. 


